The discourse surrounding Luke 15.11-32 -commonly titled 'the parable of the prodigal son' -in early modern England is a major site of convergence for Aristotelian and Christian ethics.
1
Lk 15.11-32, more commonly known as the parable of the prodigal son, is one of the most widely referenced and most frequently mis-quoted biblical episodes. In contemporary parlance, those described as prodigal sons rarely exhibit prodigal behaviour. The term predominantly functions as shorthand for Lk 15.11-32 rather than a literal descriptor. It is used to evoke the parable's pattern of loss and return, often with little applicability to the financial habits of the 'son' in question. The more nuanced meanings attached to prodigality have all but fallen by the wayside, not only in popular discourse but also among scholarship of periods -especially early modern England -in which such nuances are often vital to understanding a text. Almost no research exists on early modern financial prodigality, which creates serious blind spots in the study of Lk 15.11-32, economic philosophies, and Aristotelian ethics in early modern England. 2 This article provides a preliminary bridge for this gap by explicating how Lk 15.11-32 came to be known as the parable of the prodigal son, what 'prodigal' had the potential to suggest at this time, and how these developments ultimately contributed to the decline of prodigality as a concept in popular knowledge. To do so, I demonstrate how early modern exegeses of the parable exhibit these issues in conjunction with the evolving landscape of biblical paratexts. My readings are especially concerned with John Donne's responses to the parable, which exhibit these themes with especial strength and detail. By comparing these paratexts and exegeses we are able to trace how the phrase 'prodigal son' shifted from merely a popular descriptor for Lk 15.11-32 to an official Anglican title.
The parable acquired this title gradually, shaped by evolving convention and popular authors, but its canonicity was cemented by its inclusion in the header to Lk 15 in the Geneva Bible. This occurrence is mainly attributable to the symbiotic ways by which translators and editors drew upon one another's work in conjunction with the etymological and philosophical influences acting upon biblical hermeneutics: specifically, the influence of Aristotelian ethics upon exegeses of Lk 15.11-32. I will explain the processes by which the parable acquired its title among English Christians, with reference to competing translations of the early Greek manuscripts in St. Jerome's Latin Vulgate and sixteenth century English translations, concentrating specifically on the intersection of Aristotelian ethics with Lk 15.11-32; in doing so I will address how one of Jesus' most famous parables became poised for some of the broadest and most varied interpretations among biblical hermeneutics. This research was accomplished by examining and comparing several hundred texts, including codices, medieval to early modern Bibles, and a great many sermons, exegeses, and other religious writings. While it is possible some of the more obscure editions or oddities have been overlooked, I am confident that the substantial reading undertaken for this article is sufficient to draw the conclusions presented herein.
In order to discuss this title's genesis and history across English Bibles, I must first address its preceding translation from the Greek manuscripts into the Latin Vulgate. The germ of this title lies in the Greek text of what is now known as Lk 15.13, but which originally went undesignated. When compiling what would become the most influential translated Bible of the medieval era, Jerome translated the Greek ζῶν ἀσώτως as vivendo luxuriose. This is not a perfect translation. ἀσώτως suggests wastefulness, riotousness, debauchery; as Clinton E. Arnold explains, 'The basic idea of the word is wastefulness and is often used in contexts of moral exhortation to describe a life that is devoid of virtue and representing a waste of time (contrasted to one who "redeems the time").' 3 Jerome's translation also shifts away from an adverbial construction in the Greek to an adjectival construction in the Latin, which is later maintained in the English translation, riotous living. Both ζῶν ἀσώτως and vivendo luxuriose suggest wastefulness; however, ἀσώτως can communicate a degree of financial specificity that vivendo luxuriose lacks. It may be telling that elsewhere Jerome refers to the parable as that of prodigus filius. 4 The consequences of this are, perhaps surprisingly, quite dramatic.
We must turn to Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics to comprehend the effects of this discrepancy. Aristotle provides the most comprehensive and influential explication of the concept of ἀσωτία in western philosophy. For Aristotle, each human quality exists as a mean virtue that can tend to the vices of excess or deficiency. Regarding financial behaviour, the mean is defined as ἐλευθεριότητος (liberality), the excess as ἀσωτία (prodigality), and the deficiency as ἀνελευθερία (meanness, also commonly denoted as covetousness or niggardliness). He defines prodigality and meanness thus (given the variety of early modern translations I quote from a twenty-first century edition): 'prodigality and meanness are excesses and defects with regard to wealth; and meanness we always impute to those who care more than they ought for wealth, but we sometimes apply the word 'prodigality' in a complex sense; for we call those men prodigals who are incontinent and spend money on self-indulgence.' He defines the liberal man as he who 'give[s] for the sake of the noble, and rightly; for he will give to the right people, the right amounts, and at the right time, with all the other qualifications that accompany right giving.' 5 To be prodigal is to give (or spend) too much money, to be mean/niggardly is to give not enough, and to be liberal is to give moderately. This brief history lays the groundwork for some of the causes by which prodigal son became a ubiquitous title for Lk 15.11-32. The exact meaning of prodigal in this time period, however, and what its inclusion in the biblical paratext implied, are further issues worthy of discussion. In the mid-to-late sixteenth century, prodigal was strongly associated with the Aristotelian understanding of financial excess. At this time, Aristotelian philosophy was enjoying renewed popularity among English scholarship. His Nicomachean Ethics in particular was subject to a dramatic surge in popularity over the sixteenth century, becoming one of the best-selling books of 1520 24 and a core university text, studied by scholar and clergy alike. 25 Aristotle provided the exhaustive critical exposition on prodigality that the Bible lacked, and thus became the predominant cited authority on the (im)morality of financial excess in early modern England. Not all writers who utilise Aristotelian patterns had extensive or even first-hand experience with Aristotle's works. The pattern of excess, moderation, and deficiency was so widely disseminated that it is conceivable that some writers who invoked such a structure did so without knowledge of its origin; as the sixteenth century wore on, however, and Aristotelian scholarship flooded university textbooks and book sellers, more intimate familiarity with his work increased.
Prior to the early modern revival of Aristotelian scholarship, medieval exegeses of Lk 15.11-32 were far less concerned with Aristotelian interpretation than with allegorical readings. The major influences on these readings were Jerome's 21st letter, Ambrose's commentary on Luke, and Augustine's Questions, which formed the bedrock of medieval allegorical interpretation. 28 He does not further expound this coincidence or speculate as to its causes. Rainolds' parallel citations of Aristotle and Luke are indicative of the respect Aristotle's account of prodigality continued to command as the sixteenth century came to a close, which would remain a worthy authority on the subject well into the late seventeenth century.
This linguistic association is also noted by Bishop Lancelot Andrewes, who provides an especially thorough discussion of Aristotle's writings on prodigality and its applicability to Christian teaching. He discusses at length Aristotle's formulation of excess and the mean as a way to understand a range of biblical passages including the Lukan parable, Ecc. 6.7, and 2 Cor. 9.11. Andrewes marries biblical doctrine and Aristotelian philosophy by integrating scripture and quotes from the Nicomachean Ethics to create an extensive explication of prodigality that remains grounded in Christian authority. He works from the Greek text and is thus able to draw relations between scripture and Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics through the shared use of ἀσωτία. His reading draws attention repeatedly to the extremes of human qualities, discussing the 'double extreme' of 'Profusion and Niggardness', and the subtle variations between different types of prodigality. Andrewes does not primarily ground his reading in scripture; indeed, as we have mentioned, there is no explicit denunciation of prodigality in the Bible, which led to works such as Andrewes' that take Aristotle as the core text for his exposition. 32 The intersection of Aristotle's structure of qualities and the parable frequently produced a reading in which each of the three Aristotelian qualities aligned with each of the three major characters of the parable. Scripture itself identifies the son with prodigality, after which the father -who was widely believed to represent God -could be easily aligned with the virtuous mean of liberality. Such readings were facilitated by the popular perception of financial behaviours being polarised by age, although elderliness was variably associated with liberality and meanness, as evidenced by the popular proverb, 'A saving father, a spending son.' 33 Aristotle expresses a similar age-affected sentiment, writing that many prodigals are 'easily cured both by age and by poverty;' 34 such an attitude is so broad, however, that we should be wary of attributing specifically Aristotelian origins to its instances without further evidence. The role of the elder brother was subject to more varied interpretation than the father and son, but it became common to associate him with meanness in order to complement the excessive son and the moderate father. The idea of an excessive vice that could be reformed into the mean also aptly communicated the reformative narrative of the parable and made the combination of Aristotle and Luke an especially popular topic for the many clergy who wished to preach on the corrigibility of the prodigal and exhort their audience to reform their immoderate ways. While these themes and references abound throughout the work of minor clergymen, it is in the sermons of Donne that these suggestive cross-comparisons find their richest articulation. Little substantial work exists on the impact of the Nicomachean Ethics on Donne's writings, but its influence is commonly noted. 36 His general engagement with Aristotle's golden mean has received some critical attention in recent years, especially in the work of Joshua Scodel, who has written extensively on Donne's use of the mean; 37 however, Scodel concentrates on Donne's poetry and his engagement therein with the mean of courage and forms of the mean outside of Aristotelian qualities, and does not address the role of prodigality in Donne's work. This gap in scholarship is likely attributable to the general lack of research on prodigality as a concept, as Donne's treatment of the theme is especially vibrant and complex. The theme of prodigality in Donne's work is worthy of significant further study than can be undertaken here, but this article shall provide a preparatory reading that will hopefully prove of use to future research on the subject.
Although Donne does not nominally cite the Nicomachean Ethics, his treatment of prodigality is situated within an understanding of excess, moderation, and deficiency that is significantly informed by the Aristotelian schema. While this does not necessarily demonstrate a deliberate application of the structure surrounding moderation, Donne's understanding of prodigalityand the ways in which he applies this to Lk 15.11-32 -are clearly influenced by that structure. Donne contrasts covetousness and prodigality: if 'the covetous man that heares me confesse my prodigality, should argue to himself, If prodigality, which howsoever it hurt a particular person, yet spreads mony abroad, which is the right and naturall use of money, be so heavy a sin, how heavy is my covetousnesse.' 38 Here, Donne engages with the issue that one's understanding of a deficiency, mean, or excess is highly contextually dependent; their definitions may be recontextualised by contrast to other degrees of prodigality/liberality/meanness. Donne addresses this problematic subjectivity elsewhere, though repurposes these difficulties to illustrate the variability of human language in contrast to divine providence: 'God hath given us out of his free bounty, and for meere thankes, all things for enough; but not any thing for too much. Who would depend any reckoning upon the breath of man or woman, when one and the same thing, shall have such variation in Epithetes, as what a friend calls bounteous liberallitie, an enemy calls lavish prodigalitie; so frugalitie penury; valour, foolehardinesse;' and so on. 39 As is common in Donne's writing, he applies the financial terminology of bounty, liberality, and prodigality to a spiritual theme.
Donne understands these concepts' potential to slide into one another in the absence of due moderation, as expressed elsewhere in Donne's work: 'We have seen men infinitely prodigall grow infinitely Covetous at last.' 40 Donne's description of the 'natural use' of money also echoes Aristotle's writing on usury -an activity frequently associated with meanness -in which he denounces usury for 'mak[ing] a profit from currency itself, instead of making it from the process which currency was meant to serve,' and for usurers' employment of interest, 'as the offspring resembles its parent, so the interest bred by money is like the principal which breeds it, and it may be called "currency the son of currency."' 41 Aristotle's view that such practices are 'unnatural' gained so much traffic in early modern England that David Hawkes goes so far as to argue that Aristotle's work was one of the major sources of the 'instinctive connection between usury and all forms of unnatural sexual activity' at this time. 42 Donne's description of money being used naturally, especially in reference to covetousness, vividly recalls these Aristotelian arguments; furthermore, the 'use' may deliberately evoke usury by ironic contrast, 'use' being a verbal form of 'usury' and frequent source of related puns. 43 Donne explains, 'Prodigality is a sin, that destroys even the means of liberality.' 44 Here, liberality implicitly figures as being comprised of the same behaviours as prodigality, albeit less intensely, for he that engages in such prodigal 'wast' then 'becomes unable to releive others.' 45 This understanding of liberality as a less extreme manifestation of the same behaviours that constitute prodigality is very Aristotelian. Donne emphasises the antithetical nature of prodigality and covetousness, arguing that sins 'excommunicate one another' and that 'covetousnesse will not be in the same roome with prodigality.' He concludes this particular passage by saying that, with age, the 'prodigal becomes covetous,' which displays the familiar alignment of age and financial behaviour. 46 Elsewhere, Donne applies the prodigal/liberal contrast to judge those worthy of heavenly ascension: 'When we see some Authors in the Reformation afford Heaven to persons that never professed Christ, this is spirituall prodigality, and beyond that liberality which we consider now.' 47 Again, the financial schema is applied to spirituality. These contrasts would be so familiar to his audience that Donne can draw on them in ironic elaborations that rely on knowledge of the original Aristotelian formula. He writes, 'no man shall be call'd a prodigall, but onely the Covetous man,' because 'Onely he that hath been too diligent a keeper, shall appear to have been an unthrift, and to have wasted his best treasure 48 The rhetorical technique of ascribing prodigality to God to emphasise the Christian's undeserving appears in several early modern sermons, and is used again by Donne in his 'Elegy on Prince Henry', in which the speaker rhetorically asks, 'Oh, is God prodigall? hath he spent his store / Of plagues, on us, and onely now, when more / Would ease us much, doth he grudge misery; / And will not let's enjoy our curse; to dy' . 49 Donne's personal definition of prodigality differs from the dominant early modern understanding in that he emphasises prodigality's defining quality not as excess but as that of waste. While this sense may be discernible in Aristotle's Greek, it is an atypical interpretation among early modern English writers. Donne emphasises opportunities lost through misspending, rather than the vice of misspending itself. This 'spirituall prodigality' 50 (not a term coined by Donne) figures unrepented sin in terms of financial waste. Given that Donne discusses prodigality and the parable with such tight reference to one another, this emphasis on wastefulness may be due to the influence of Lk 15.13, in which the younger son 'wasted his goods with riotous living,' as given in the Geneva Bible and King James Bible. His poem 'Of Prodigality' expresses an example of this, in which the prodigal 'impetuously [...] pour[s]' down his means and so 'Tis soon gone' (2-3), but it also emerges as a general theme in his treatment of prodigality in his sermons, especially in reference to the parable. 51 Donne conceptualises spiritual prodigality with legal and financial specificity. The metaphor presents a structural relation between the spiritual and the financial, wherein the financial vehicle constructs and specifies Donne's hermeneutics of spiritual prodigality. Lk 15.11-32 held especial interest to Donne, who primarily read it as an allegory for the importance of active repentance, 52 as well as for the relationship between God, sin, and repentance as presented through the legal and financial implications of the prodigal son's wasting of his inheritance. Donne utilises the financial structure of the Aristotelian schema to interpret the parable's theme of spiritual expenditure in financial terms. Donne's most extensive treatment of prodigality and the parable is found in his sermon preached at Greenwich, 30 April 1615. This sermon begins with a detailed exposition on prodigality in relation to Isaiah 52.3: 'Ye have sold yourselves for nought; and ye shall be redeemed without money.' From here, Donne develops a hermeneutic of prodigality and the parable in which the prodigal son's financial waste allegorises our waste of free-will, and his repentance exemplifies the importance of contrition (sincere and active repentance) as opposed to attrition. Donne both interprets prodigality in the general sense of financial waste as well as the specific expenditure of one's inheritance, the former of which generates a broad and multifaceted metaphorical relation between appropriate financial behaviour and expenditure of free will in regard to sin. 53 Donne goes on to further elaborate this hermeneutic: 'God reproches to us, first, our Prodigality, that we would sell a reversion, our possibility, our expectance of an inheritance in heaven; And then, our cheapness, that we would sell that, for nothing.' Here, prodigality encompasses the foolish relinquishment of our potential for redemption through unrepentant sinning, as well as the emptiness of this transaction. He also focuses on the prodigal's specific wasting of his inheritance as both a metaphor for wasting free-will and as a prompt for examining these concerns in the context of probate law. He draws comparisons between bequeathing one's goods to relatives and one's soul to God: 'If his soul be under the weight of unreprented sins, God will do the devil no wrong, he will not take a soul, that is sold to him before.' This is intensified as he goes on to cite the Roman law exhaeredatus creditur regarding the presumed disinheritance of a prodigal: 'And so also, if we have seen a man prodigal of his own soul, and run on a course of sin, all his life, except there appear very evident signs of resumption into Gods grace, at his end, Exhaeredatus creditur, we have just reason to be afraid, that he is disinherited.' 54 This references a piece of Roman finance law, as explicated in the Digest of Justinian, wherein fathers may justifiably disinherit their sons. 55 In the legal sense, Donne explains that financial prodigality is just cause to incur exhaeredatus creditur, and from this premise he derives a spiritual elaboration: one who is prodigal of one's soul may similarly incur a spiritual exhaeredatus creditur. 56 Almighty God, then any children, any father.' 57 Donne thus develops the idea of spiritual prodigality from a financially specific (and Aristotelian) understanding of excess regarding financial behaviour.
Donne's financial understanding of spiritual prodigality further informs his conceptualisation of repentance as derived from Lk 15.11-32. Prodigality as describing wasteful financial behaviour provides Donne with a metaphor for the wasting of one's soul through unrepented sin that he allegorises through the parable, which positions the son's repentance as the ultimate repudiation against both prodigal wastefulness and spiritual procrastination. In the Greenwich Sermon, these comparisons precede an exegesis of the parable itself, removing any doubt that these discussions of inheritance and prodigality are indeed derived in part from Lk 15. Throughout Donne's work we see the Aristotelian concept of prodigality interwoven with Lk 15.11-32 so tightly that they can hardly be extricated. The ethical schema derived from Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics provides Donne with a financially specific understanding of prodigality. He presents an exegesis of the parable in which repentance and spiritual prodigality are related to one another in light of the Aristotelian understanding of waste and excess. With Aristotle's text in mind, Donne's reading can be better understood and both the potential and actualised relations between the parable and Aristotelian prodigality in early modern England more clearly seen. In Donne's work, the intersection of Aristotelian ethics and the Lukan parable crystallise into symbiotic hermeneutics that produces some of the most intricate and rewarding readings of both texts and marks the zenith of their intersection in early modern England.
While Aristotelian readings of Luke may stretch back to the creation of the scripture, among English scholarship such readings did not become common until the late sixteenth century. With the integration of the prodigal son title into first the Matthew, Becke, Geneva, and finally King James Bibles came the absorption of a word steeped in Aristotelian connotation into the scripture's paratext. Ironically, the concept of the prodigal son lost its association with Aristotelian prodigality due to just how dominant the descriptor of 'prodigal' became. Having been integrated into the King James Bible, the title persisted while the Aristotelian context receded from popular knowledge as Aristotle fell out of favour in the late seventeenth century.
It has been the primary intent of this article to draw attention to the influence of Aristotelian ethics upon early modern interpretations of Lk 15.11-32. While it has focused on theological exegeses, these observations have further application in other interpretations of the parable, such as its depiction in visual art -tapestry, stained glass, textiles, carvings, etc. -and especially dramatic adaptation. The hugely popular 'prodigal son plays' that occupied the English stage for almost 150 years frequently display structural evidence of Aristotelian ethics, and may in fact have contributed to the parable's popularity and means of interpretation in religious literature. While determining the exact extent to which Aristotelian ethics influenced interpretation of the Lk 15.11-32 may remain too complex to achieve, we can say for certain that the influence was indeed present and far-reaching.
Today, the word prodigal has shifted almost beyond recognition and so-called 'prodigal sons' are designated as such with little regard for their wasteful habits. While there is little hope in rectifying this semantic shift (and perhaps the loss is no great tragedy), this research hopes to assist in the understanding of where such trends originated, and improve our knowledge of both Aristotelian exegeses and one of the most famous tales of Western Christianity.
